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The Media Function of Political and Social Folk Ballads
in the Qajar Era, Pre-Constitutional Period

Mehdi Mirkiaei” !

Abstract

Research in different fields of political culture of subordinates in the
history of Iran is very important. The ruling groups, in their narrative
of the current situation, always claimed the prosperity of the country
and the satisfaction of the subjects. The public should have challenged
this narrative and shared their narrative with their equals. But this
action required a media, a media that is immune from the supervision
of the lord of power. What the masses of the people had at their
disposal were various forms of popular culture. How the masses use
these formats and choose some of them as a tool for informing is a
point worthy of attention that should be investigated. Accordingly,
this study aims to investigate the pre-constitutional period in the Qajar
era, analyzing how folk ballads found media capability, and how the
ballad media found political function in the face of the common
people with the ruling elites. Our assumption is that the melodiousness
of the folk songs and ballads, their short meters, the humor and the
simplicity of the interpretations and descriptions, facilitated their
memorization and encouraged the audience to transmit them, and the
speed of their publication was also increased. On the other hand, the
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oral nature of this media allowed the speaker to see feedback and
reactions. Audiences could also make their own changes in
expressions or themes, which would, thus, become an interactive
medium. In subordinate's political activism, folk songs and ballads
escaped censorship due to their oral nature, and spread the information
that subordinates disseminated through their media and strengthened
horizontal links between the masses. This gave media the possibility
of changing and manipulating the themes and expressions of the
democratic facet ballad. The medium of folk songs and ballads had the
function of granting social status and consolidating social norms like
any other media that subordinates used against dominant groups.

Keywords: Qajar; Folk song; ballad; subordinates; pre- constitutional
era.

Research background
Before this, no research was done about the media functions of ballads
and songs in the political culture of the masses of people in different
periods. Qasemi, in the book Iranian Press in the 20th Century,
referring to the popular media in the absence of the press, only
mentions the "Ballads” media along with media such as "Shab
Nameh" (Qasemi, 2010, p. 83). Mohammad Panahi Semnani in his
book History in Song (2004) has only collected songs that were
created and popularized after some historical events, without
analyzing them from different angles. In this work as well, the media
features of the ballads have not been investigated.
Goals, questions, and assumptions

Research on various aspects of the political culture of the masses is
one of the relatively neglected aspects of Iranian historiography. A
significant part of popular political action was devoted to reacting to
the narrative of the ruling elites about the current state of the country.
The masses needed a media that would completely be at their disposal,
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and on the other hand, would be safe from the control of the lord of
power. What was available to the masses was various forms of
popular culture. In the examination of this situation, the following
questions were raised:

1. How did these ballads find media capability in those days and
what are their media characteristics?

2. What are the functions of song and ballad as a medium in the
social and political life of subordinates of that period?

The main discussion

The melodic nature of these ballads facilitated their memorization,
which was an important step in helping to convey information. The
shortness and humor of many of them encouraged the speakers and
listeners to quote most of them, and the simplicity of the
interpretations and expressions increased the number of their audience
and incited the masses to find various political and social information
in them. On the other hand, the oral nature of this media provided the
possibility of quickly observing the audience's feedback and reaction,
which helps the sender to intensify the impact on the audience by
correcting or changing the context of the message. The audience of the
ballad could make changes in it, therefore, both sides of the media
played a role in creating the message and turned the ballad into an
interactive medium. The orality of this medium provided the
possibility to escape from censorship, and on the other hand, this oral
transmission provided a kind of freedom in changing and
manipulating themes and expressions, which gave it a democratic
aspect.

Conclusion

The diverse media functions of political and social ballads in the pre-
modern era are caused by the complexity of the political behavior of
the masses of people. The first effect of the popular confrontation with
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the ruling elites was seen in the spreading of the narratives of both
sides, about the state of the society.

Based on the system of care and blame among themselves, the
masses gave importance to political ballads, and in order to be more
accepted among their equals, they used to quote and whisper these
ballads, thus increasing the speed and scope of the ballad's
distribution. But the audience of these ballads were not passive. The
orality of the ballad provided a kind of freedom to change and
manipulate it, which gave it a democratic facet, and on the other hand,
it classified the ballad as an interactive media where both the speaker
and the listener played a role in the formation of the message. This
activity of the audience and their freedom in manipulating the form
and content of the ballad is so much that we consider both the reader
and the listener of the ballad as the "source”. Moreover, the oral nature
of this medium caused the speaker of the message or the reader of the
ballad to quickly receive the reaction and feedback of the audience, to
change the message in such a way that its impact becomes more
intense.
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